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Abstract 
This study aims to explore the extent to which evaluating a research article by Iranian university instructors and article reviewers 
in the discipline of applied linguistics is influenced by the writer’s overuse, underuse, or moderate use of lexical bundles. To this 
end, fifteen Iranian university instructors and article reviewers were asked evaluate three research papers that were identical 
except for the frequency of the use of lexical bundles. Then they completed a questionnaire designed to elicit their views 
regarding the use of lexical bundles in research papers. The analysis of the data showed that the use of lexical bundles has a 
significant effect on Iranian instructors and article reviewers’ evaluation of research articles in the field of applied linguistics. The 
results imply that instructors of writing courses and students who wish to write and publish research articles should give special 
attention to lexical bundles.  
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1. Introduction 
Writing is recognized as one of the most important skills in advanced levels of education and many students 
aspire to be recognized as a member of the community of expert writers in almost any field of study. In order to gain 
a communicative competence and acquire control of a given register learners need to learn certain sequences of 
words frequently used and favored by expert users of that language or register. In other words, they should try to use 
those word combinations that are part of disciplinary conventions, which are typically used by established 
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academics (Cortes, 2004; Hyland, 2008a, 2008b; Schleppegrell, 1996) and this presents many challenges to 
students.  
 
Lexical bundles, also known as chunks or clusters (Hyland, 2008a), are a type of relatively recently introduced 
word sequences defined as the most frequently occurring fixed-form sequences of three or more words that are 
usually neither idiomatic nor complete structural units although they have strong grammatical correlates (Biber, 
Johansson, Leech, Conrad, and Finegan, 1999; Biber, 2006). Examples of lexical bundles include expressions such 
as on the other hand, the end of the, and it is important to. 
 
Lexical bundles have attracted the interest of researchers not only because of their prevalence in language but 
also because they been found to be the building blocks of coherent discourse, and strong discipline, genre, and 
register discriminators (Biber et al, 1999; Cortes, 2004; Biber, Conrad, & Cortes, 2004; Hyland, 2008a, Jalali, 
Eslami Rasekh & Tavangar Rizi, 2008); and therefore, important for the production and comprehension of texts in 
the university (Biber, 2006).  
 
Expert writers and readers in a given discourse are familiar with these recurrent collocations and their natural 
and appropriate use of bundles signals their expertise in their given community (Hyland, 2008a). Although expert 
academic writers in different disciplines and genres make use of a wide variety of lexical bundles to develop their 
arguments and persuade the readers, many lexical bundles favoured and used by experts are never or quite rarely 
used by students in different fields and at different levels of expertise (Chen & Baker, 2010; Cortes, 2004; Hyland, 
2008a, Jalali, et al., 2008). Jalali et al.’s (2008) study shows that with regard to lexical bundles in the discipline of 
applied linguistics there is much discrepancy between Iranian students’ post-graduate writing and that of expert 
writers published worldwide, which may be due to students’ lack of familiarity with and expertise in the use of word 
combinations favored by expert writers.  A large number of bundles used genuinely and productively by expert 
article writers are not found in students’ writings and some bundles prevalent in students’ writings are not seen in 
experts’ research articles. The results of Adel and Erman’s (2012) study showed that English native speakers have a 
larger number of types of lexical bundles, which were also more varied compared to advanced Swedish learners of 
English in their writings.  
 
The success or failure of novice post-graduate students who want to publish their work is greatly influenced by 
the degree to which they try to use those word combinations that are part of disciplinary conventions, which are 
typically used by established academics in a given discipline (Cortes, 2004). Karabacak and Qin (2012) in their 
study with Turkish, Chinese, and American university writers showed that appropriate and frequent use of lexical 
bundles plays an important role in competent English academic writing. Allen (2010) also believes that language 
learners need to use lexical bundles appropriately so as to successfully and effectively create register convergent 
discourse. So, since these multi-word units are linguistic building blocks of any specific register, they can to a great 
extent determine the success of language users within discourse communities. 
 
Most studies regarding lexical bundles take a corpus-based approach showing the variability or the similarity 
in the type and frequency of the lexical bundles used across different disciplinary fields (soft and hard), registers 
(spoken and written), genres (e.g., theses, dissertations, and research articles), and different degrees of writing 
expertise (e.g., undergraduate, graduate, postgraduate (Biber et al., 1999; Biber et al., 2004; Biber & Barbieri, 2007; 
Biber et al., 2004; Chen & Baker, 2010; Cortes, 2004, 2013; Herbel-Eisenmann & Wagner, 2010; Hyland, 2008a, 
2008b; Karabacak & Qin, 2012). 
 
Undoubtedly, there is still much more to learn about lexical bundles which may help explore an important and 
relatively undiscovered dimension of genre analysis. Rica-Peromingo (2009) maintains that English language 
learners tend to over- and underuse particular language units, such as linking and stance adverbials, in ways 
divergent from native speaker writers. Granger (2002) also mentions that language learners in many cases overuse, 
underuse or misuse particular language functions and exponents. While Hyland (2008a) writes that expert writers 
use fewer clusters than less proficient students at Master’s level, Chen and Baker (2010) maintain that as proficiency 
in writing increases, the number of lexical bundles used by writers increases, too. Another aspect of the debate, 
which is not clear yet, is in what way article writers’ overuse, underuse, or moderate use of lexical bundles can 
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influence instructors/reviewers evaluation of the articles they review. 
 
This study aims to investigate the impact of overuse, moderate use, and underuse of lexical bundles on the 
judgment of Iranian instructors/reviewers. So, the following question will be addressed: 
What is the impact of overuse, moderate use, and underuse of lexical bundles on how Iranian instructors and 
reviewers evaluate a research article? 
 
2. The study 
2.1. Participants 
Fifteen Iranian applied linguistics instructors, 8 males and 7 females, from 4 different universities in different 
cities of Iran participated in this study. All the participants were also reviewers of some national or international 
journals publishing articles in the field of applied linguistics. 
 
2.2. Instruments 
The instruments used in this study were: (1) three research articles that were identical except for the frequency 
of the use of lexical bundles were developed. These papers were intended to represent underuse, moderate use, and 
overuse of lexical bundles. The participants were to compare and judge whether each paper was weak, average, or 
good; and (2) a 5-point Likert-Scale questionnaire consisting of 10 items was employed to elicit 
instructors/reviewers’ views regarding the use of lexical bundles in the articles.  
 
Three university instructors judged the questionnaire and the articles to be valid for the intended purpose. The 




Based on corpus studies regarding the use of lexical bundles in published articles in the discipline of applied 
linguistics (e.g., Jalali et al., 2008), expert writers on average make use of about 4000 to 6000 lexical bundles in 
every one million words, i.e., 4 to 6 bundles in every 1000 words. This frequency of use of lexical bundles by expert 
writers was taken to be a moderate use of lexical bundles when writing articles. Based on this, a published research 
article was chosen and shortened to about 2000 words and modified so as to contain 10 bundles.  Two other versions 
of the same article were developed, one containing 30 lexical bundles and the other containing only 3 bundles. All 
the three versions of the article were given to three university instructors, other than the participants of the study, to 
establish their validity as being acceptable representatives of underuse, moderate use, and overuse of lexical bundles 
without having unnatural or abnormal constructions. After doing some modifications, the three instructors approved 
the three papers to be suitable for the purpose. Then the articles were distributed among the participants of the study 
to be evaluated. The instructors/reviewers were to compare the articles and indicate whether each article was weak, 
average, or good for publication purposes. After collecting the papers, a 10-item questionnaire with established 
reliability and validity, was given to participants to elicit their views regarding the use of lexical bundles in research 
articles. It may be worth mentioning that in order to make sure that the participants were familiar with the concept of 
lexical bundles and their use and importance, the researchers met all the participants in their offices and discussed 
the concept of lexical bundles and their importance in academic advanced writing. 
 
In order to numerically codify the data gathered, the rating scale of the research papers was coded as: weak (1), 
average (2), and good (3). The frequencies, percentages of each rating for each paper were calculated. As for the 
questionnaire, the rating scale was coded as: strongly disagree (1), disagree mostly (2), neither agree nor disagree 
(3), agree mostly (4), and strongly agree (5). The data collected was subjected to item-level analysis through 
descriptive statistics. The means and standard deviations for each item were calculated.  
 
 
3. Results and discussion 
a) The results of paper evaluation by instructors/reviewers 
Tables 1, 2, and 3 show the results of paper evaluation by university instructors/reviewers. 
 




Table 2. Paper 2 (30 bundles/2000 words) 
  Frequency Per cent 
Good 4 26.7 
Average 0 0.0 
Weak 11 73.3 
Total 15 100.0 
 
 
Table 3. Paper 3 (3 bundles/2000 words) 
  Frequency Percent 
Good 3 20.0 
Average 8 53.3 
Weak 4 26.7 
Total 15 100.0 
 
 
As shown in the above tables, a great majority of the participants (80%) judged the first paper containing a 
moderate number of bundles, i.e., characteristic of expert writers, to be good and 20% judged it to be average for 
publication. No one evaluated this paper as being weak. The second paper with 30 lexical bundles, representing 
overuse of these extended expressions, was seen as being weak by most instructors/reviewers (about 73%). 
Interestingly, no one judged this paper as being average and four of the participants (about 27%) judged it good and 
publishable. As for the third paper, containing 3 lexical bundles and representing underuse of these multi-word 
sequences, more than half of the participants said it was average for publication and 20% deemed it good. Only four 
of the participants (about 27%) evaluated this paper as being poor for publication purposes. 
 
It can be concluded that moderate use of lexical bundles has the best effect on instructors/reviewers’ judgment. 
But the major finding here may be that overuse of lexical bundles affects instructors/reviewers’ evaluation of an 
article much more negatively than underuse of these expressions. This finding can be said to be in agreement with 
that of Hyland’s (2008a) and Jalali et al.’s (2008) that overuse of lexical bundles is characteristic of novice writers.  
 
b) The results of participants’ responses to questionnaire items 
Table 4 shows the summary statistics for the responses the participants provided for each item in the questionnaire.  
 
 
Table 4: Summary statistics for participants’ responses to questionnaire items 
  Mean Std. Dev. 
1. Overuse of lexical bundles negatively affects my opinion when evaluating research 
articles. 
82.67 18.310 
Table 1. Paper 1 (10 bundles/2000 words) 
  Frequency Per cent 
 Good 12 80.0 
Average 3 20.0 
Weak 0 0.0 
Total 15 100.0 
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2. Underuse of lexical bundles negatively affects my opinion when evaluating research 
articles. 
69.33 24.919 
3. Moderate use of lexical bundles positively affects my opinion when evaluating 
research articles. 
86.67 19.518 
4. Knowing and using lexical bundles appropriately will respond to some of students’ 
needs in writing. 
88.00 14.736 
5. Using lexical bundles helps students point out their ideas more clearly. 82.67 12.799 
6. Getting familiar with lexical bundles is most needed by students who want to write 
and publish in the field of applied linguistics. 
76.00 21.647 
7. Iranian students don’t get sufficient training for appropriate use of lexical bundles. 77.33 26.040 
8. Advanced writing instructors should give special importance to teaching lexical 
bundles. 
84.00 20.284 
9. Using lexical bundles appropriately improves the quality of students’ writing and 
they will be more successful in academic writing. 
82.67 18.310 
10. Overall, the use of lexical bundles has a significant effect on my evaluation of 
research articles in applied linguistics. 
81.33 20.656 
 
With regard to the first three items, it can be seen that moderate use of bundles has the most positive effect 
(about 87%) and overuse of these expressions has the most negative effect (about 83%) on instructors/reviewers’ 
evaluation of research articles. Underuse of bundles negatively affects participants’ judgment, but not to the extent 
of overuse. It can be seen that what the participants said via the responses they provided for these three items 
correlates with what they really did in their evaluation of papers. The results obtained from analysis of paper 
evaluation and related questionnaire items clearly indicate that the frequency of use of lexical bundles greatly 
influences Iranian instructors/reviewers’ evaluation of research articles in the discipline of applied linguistics.  
 
The other items in the questionnaire are worth considering, too. It is very important to note that even though 
76% of the participants believe that getting familiar with lexical bundles is mostly needed by students who want to 
write and publish in the field of applied linguistics, a great majority of them (more than 77%) believe that Iranian 
students’ don’t receive sufficient training in this respect. Interestingly, most of the participants (88%) assert that 
knowing these building blocks of discourse and appropriate use of them will respond to some of students’ needs in 
writing and 84% believe that advanced writing instructors should give special importance to the instruction of 
lexical bundles. About 83% deem lexical bundles helpful in improving the quality of students’ academic writing and 
helping them to be more clear in pointing out their ideas. Finally, in their overall judgment, most participants 
maintain that lexical bundles are very important and their use has a significant effect on their evaluation of research 
articles in applied linguistics. 
 
 
4. Conclusion and Recommendations 
The findings of the present study reveal important points regarding the impact of lexical bundles on how 
research articles are evaluated. It is shown that the frequency of use of lexical bundles greatly affects Iranian 
instructors/reviewers evaluation of research articles that are going to be published. More specifically, 
x lexical bundles’ overuse has the most negative effect, 
x their moderate use has the most positive effect, and 
x their underuse has a negative effect, but not to the extent of overusing them.  
  
Based on the results of this study, we can conclude that Iranian university instructors and reviewers of articles 
submitted to journals for publication purposes attribute great importance to lexical bundles. This means that all of 
the students and novice writers who aspire to publish their work should have a thorough understanding of those 
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multi-word sequences that are prevalent in their field of study and often used by established academics in their 
discipline. It is also revealed here that Iranian EFL learners are in urgent need of getting familiar with these 
recurrent sequences of words and that in the present situation they get very little, if any, training about lexical 
bundles.  
 
Based on these findings, it is important that advanced writing course designers and instructors as well as EAP 
specialists recognize the great importance of lexical bundles and try to develop research-based instructional 
packages appropriate with regard to the student’s specific target context. There should be opportunities for students 
in writing courses, as well as in EAP courses to became familiar with and use those word combinations that are 
more relevant to their target genres and are used by expert writers in the field.  Repeated exposure in reading 
materials, lists of clusters, noticing (Cortes, 2004, 2006) , consciousness-raising tasks (Lewis, 2000), concordances 
(Hyland, 2008a), activities such as item identification and matching, as well as activities which makes learners 
produce the items in their writing can be among many other techniques which instructors can use with their students. 
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